2. Remorse -do you regret what you did because you recognize you were behaving unethically? Or do you only regret being caught and exposed?
3. Accountability -are you willing to admit your mistakes, accept responsibility for what you've done, and be accountable for any unethical actions? Are you prepared to make amends and do your best to reverse, or at least mitigate, the negative effects of your actions?
Applications rather than theories
Ethics can be defined as: The art and discipline of applying principles and frameworks to analyze and resolve complex moral dilemmas. This definition obscures two fundamental problems inherent in its implementation. First, clear and simple principles are usually difficult to operationalize in messy situations. Second, complex and specific codes, policies, and procedures are often lengthy, difficult to remember, problematic to implement and frequently communicate conflicting requirements. An example of a less-than-successful code is Enron's Code of Ethics that, in spite of its 64 pages of specific details and an inspiring foreword by its CEO, Ken Lay, failed to prevent one of history's worst examples of systemic corporate ethical failure. [4] While over 85 percent of organizations have developed and distributed organizational codes of conduct, there is no evidence that they significantly affect ethical behavior. [5] Using moral intuition
While ethical codes of conduct may be hard to define and even harder to operationalize, most people throughout the world have a well developed ability for distinguishing right from wrong. Recent evidence from a study of children by Jonathan Haidth, a moral psychologist at the University of Virginia, postulates the existence of two sources of what he calls moral foundations. [6] The first, which he calls moral intuition, is the more ancient and is based on emotion-laden moral beliefs that evolved in human beings even before the development of language. The second, moral judgment, is our conscious rationalization for what we have already concluded or decided based on our moral intuition. On a practical level, when we confront ethical issues, our moral intuition gives us an immediate emotional response that tells us whether something is right or wrong. Our moral judgment then attempts to analyze, understand, rationalize and articulate this for ourselves and for others. In his final column, after 12 years writing under the banner of ''The Ethicist'' in the New York Times Magazine, Randy Cohen put it this way: ''[. . .] I came to see that what readers often sought was not a ruling on what to do -they seemed to know -but an argument for why to do it.'' [7] It is the second step, one that often requires more time and effort to complete and communicate, that if not done thoughtfully, can result in ethical mistakes.
When the moral questions are simple, the correct ethical response is usually equally straightforward and obvious: Stealing and cheating are wrong; don't do either. When they are not so simple, determining the proper response may be more difficult. Rushworth Kidder, founder of the Institute for Global Ethics, points out the importance of being prepared to identify and deal effectively with difficult ethical issues:
'' What is needed is a capacity to recognize the nature of moral challenges and respond with a well-tuned conscience, a lively perception of the difference between right and wrong and an ability to choose the right and live by it. What is needed is ethical fitness. ''
What is needed is a capacity to recognize the nature of moral challenges and respond with a well-tuned conscience, a lively perception of the difference between right and wrong and an ability to choose the right and live by it. What is needed is ethical fitness. [8] Although one can never be completely prepared for every possible moral or ethical issue, there are five questions that can help reveal the fundamental issues underlying an ethical quandary.
The five questions
The ethical landscape faced by most individuals in positions of authority and responsibility is complex and replete with dilemmas. But if we are clear on the central issue that underlies an ethical dilemma, the answer -that is, the right thing to do -is usually obvious. You don't need to be a sophisticated ethicist to know that stealing company funds is illegal or that falsifying financial records is a breach of fiduciary responsibility. In these clear-cut situations, the issue is self-restraint or impulse control. For example, ''I won't cook the books to increase my compensation.''
In contrast, the nature of ethical dilemmas is that the ''right thing to do'' is not immediately or even eventually clear. These dilemmas are problems because their resolution is neither simple nor easy and they must be confronted under time pressures as well as conflicting financial and political demands. Often the ''right answer'' comes with a price tag. Moreover, in many instances, the crucial factors underlying the dilemma are not immediately obvious. So, how can individuals better resolve these dilemmas and reduce their chance of making a mistake that they will later regret? As in many areas of life, we often fail in ethics, not because we don't know the right answer, but rather fail to ask the right questions. To tackle ethical dilemmas and avoid making ethical mistakes, executives, managers, and professionals can use the following five questions, which, while they will not guarantee making the right decision, can help prevent making the wrong one. They are:
1. What's in it for me? 2. What decision or action would lead to the greatest good for the greatest number?
3. What rules, policies and social norms -written or unwritten -apply in this situation?
What are my obligations to others?
5. What will be the long-term impact for myself and important stakeholders?
These five questions have the advantage of being simple, clear and easy to remember. And although they are not the only questions that could be asked about an ethical dilemma, together they address the majority of ethical issues faced by individuals in their organizational and personal lives.
What's in it for me?
Understanding and appreciating the impact of our self-interest. There is nothing morally wrong with asking this question first. How will I and those I care about benefit and what will '' Leaders who learn to recognize and prevent potential ethical lapses sooner and more effectively than their rivals are better positioned to avoid costly repercussions -including calamitous stock price drops, lawsuits and serious damage to the reputations of their organizations and their management teams. '' it cost me -in terms of money, time, work and reputation? Rather than suppressing these thoughts and feelings, it is better to acknowledge them and understand how they might influence our perceptions, priorities, and decisions and weigh how they might conflict with other legitimate interests in the situation. One test of the appropriateness of your self-interest is to ask, ''How comfortable would you feel about sharing your real motivations publicly?''
2. What would lead to the greatest good for the greatest number?
Understanding and appreciating the legitimate interests of others. This question is based on the philosophical argument that the correctness of an ethical decision should be measured by its outcome. This ethic is sometimes referred to as utilitarianism [9] or the social benefit function, where the preferred decision is the one that will return the highest net social benefit to stakeholders. This criterion is especially appropriate for public policy, legislation and government regulation but can also be equally appropriate for business organizations that have multiple constituencies. The difficulty in applying this principle occurs when not every group of stakeholders has the same values and priorities with regard to desired and undesired outcomes. On an organizational level, desired outcomes often differ among management, labor, customers, and shareholders. Applying utilitarianism in strategic decision-making requires an understanding of stakeholder values and utilities and the tradeoffs among them. Value conflicts can make this kind of outcome optimization difficult to achieve.
With utilitarianism, therefore, we are forced to ask, ''How do we define the greater good?'' It is not unusual for the answer to this question to conflict with the answer to the first question, ''What's in it for me?'' Such conflicts can be helpful and the resultant dialectic can help illuminate what is at stake for you personally and for others.
What laws, rules, or policies apply?
The importance of principle. The third question considers the rightness or wrongness of an action from the perspective of how closely it conforms to some formal principle or set of principles. Immanuel Kant, the major contributor to this point of view, believed that a moral decision should be based on a single principle: Act as if the maxim of your action were to become general law, binding on everyone. [10] He called this the Categorical Imperative.
Patricia Werhane, currently Director of the Institute for Business and Professional Ethics at
DePaul University, provides a list of possible questions implied by a rule-based perspective:
B Does the action set positive or negative precedents?
B Is the action acceptable to other reasonable persons?
B Is it applicable to other similar situations?
B Does it respect, or at least not denigrate, human dignity? [11] This approach to ethical decision-making is accepted practice in many private organizations. In Western society, one of the most basic canons of behavior, the Golden Rule, is an example of the categorical imperative: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.
'' Being ethical sometimes requires swimming against the tide and taking personal risks. ''
In answering this third question, consider whether there are any conflicts among other laws or principles that may apply.
What are my obligations to others in this situation?
The role of reciprocity and trust in the social fabric. In the view of Confucius, conflicts should be resolved by amicable compromise, thereby allowing nature to follow its harmonious course. For him, ethical behavior was grounded in the relationships of interdependence and trust between individuals. [12] He stressed the duties of individuals in their relationships, rather than their rights apart from others. To Confucius, each side is obligated to provide what the other side needs to achieve its goals and fulfill itself. Any other kind of behavior is insincere, exploitive, or contentious. The foundations of these relationships are trust and the principle of reciprocity. [13] Reciprocity is a universal norm. [14] It exists in all human cultures whether pre-industrial tribal societies or advanced economies and it forms the basis for many of our day-to-day social and business interactions. [16] From this perspective, ethical people understand that their own long-term interests and those of society are one and the same. This approach is most obviously reflected in the behavior of environmentalists and those who make personal sacrifices for humanitarian causes. Even our mothers espouse this approach when they tell us as children: ''Someday you will understand that I am telling you to do what is best for you in the long run.'' The keys to using this question are to understand and apply our most important and enduring values, take a long-term rather than an expedient perspective and reflect on the implications and possible consequences of the decision (see Exhibit 1).
Exhibit 1 Ethical perspectives

Ethical Dilemma
Self-interest The five questions as a framework
Each of the five questions views an ethical issue from a different perspective. By asking all five questions, we reduce the chance of overlooking a critical factor in our decision-making. Together, the five questions ask all of the following about an ethical dilemma:
1. What are my self-interests in this situation and how might they influence me? Self-interests are a natural part of human nature. They are neither necessarily good nor bad but should be acknowledged so as to prevent you from doing something unethical. Applying the five questions: guidelines for leaders and strategic decision makers B Ask all five questions before reaching a decision. Just because one of the questions may seem to provide an adequate justification for your decision or action doesn't mean that other perspectives may not be equally helpful or even lead to a different conclusion. Be willing to challenge assumptions, both yours and those of others; wrong assumptions can render the best decisions worthless.
B Always remember the central role of values in determining the implications of the issues raised. When conflicts emerge, refer back to your core values or those of your organization to resolve fundamental issues or priorities. Be attentive to possible conflicts between your personal values and your organization's culture; you may find that at times they conflict or are even incompatible.
B Weigh short-term vs. long-term consequences. While expediency is often tempting, most of the time the ethical decision is also the best long-term decision. Many ethical mistakes result from deadlines and budget pressures.
B Be persistent and patient. Ethical issues are often complex and difficult. It can be tempting to find a quick solution and move on to more concrete business problems. A quick but wrong solution may exacerbate the problem; the right solution may take longer but is usually worth the wait.
B Trust your gut but be willing to seek the counsel of others. As this article discussed at the beginning, most people know intuitively what is right and wrong. Even if you are not sure why, trust your instincts. If you find yourself having trouble reconciling the objective facts with your feelings, seek the counsel of someone whose values, experience and judgment you respect. The advice may help you clarify and articulate the discrepancy.
B Be courageous. It is not unusual for the ethically right answer to be politically unpopular. Being ethical sometimes requires swimming against the tide and taking personal risks.
B Remember the fifth question. ''What will be the long-term impact on me and important stakeholders?'' In the end, this may be the most important question of all.
3. First recorded in 1988, Leonard Cohen's lyrics state in a very clear (and poetic) way the pervasive nature of unethical behavior in various parts of our society and points out that all too often ''everybody knows.'' Everybody knows that the dice are loaded Everybody rolls with their fingers crossed Everybody knows that the war is over Everybody knows the good guys lost Everybody knows the fight was fixed The poor stay poor, the rich get rich That's how it goes Everybody knows
